Facing the Nakba by Donna Nevel FACING THE NABKA, PHOTO COURTESY OF JEWISH VOICE FOR PEACE Since 2002, the Israeli organization Zochrot ("Remembering" in Hebrew) has attempted to deepen Jewish Israelis' understanding of the events that took place in the period before, during, and after the creation of the State of Israel and "to promote acknowledgment and accountability for the ongoing injustices of the Nakba." After a group of New York City activists attended a moving presentation by a staff member of Zochrot who came to the United States, several of us continued to meet to discuss how we could bring some of this important work to U.S. Jewish communities.
Inspired by Zochrot's work and that of the Palestinian organization, BADIL Resource Center for Palestinian Residency and Refugee Rights, we-a group of five Jewish women, all of whom are educators in the United Statesdecided to come together to develop "Facing the Nakba" (FTN). Some of us had grown up learning about Israel as a "land without a people" and were immersed throughout our childhood and early adult lives in a Zionist narrative without ever having heard about the Nakba. As we began to challenge and explore our own views and become part of movements for justice in Palestine and Israel, we recognized how critical learning about the Nakba was for our own political development and for understanding more about the consequences of Zionism on the Palestinian people. We also thought that this work would be meaningful for many activists and organizers within the organizations we were part of-Jewish groups committed to justice for Palestinians. We spent the next years creating curriculum that we hoped others in our communities would be able to draw upon to facilitate workshops and classes.
Through videos, slides, first-hand testimonies, historical documents, readings, discussions, and exercises, the FTN curriculum offers an historical lens for understanding the root causes of the call for justice for the Palestinian people. We believe that understanding the history that has led to today's reality is important not only for historical accuracy but for what it means for our own organizing and for the road to achieving justice.
We originally designed the FTN curriculum for Jewish groups and individuals interested in exploring and perhaps rethinking their positions on Israel and Palestine, many of which they learned, like some of us on the coordinating team, while growing up and studying in Jewish educational settings. In many cases, for those who are Jewish, it means unlearning and re-examining many of the stories we were told about Zionism and about the creation of Israel. But, soon after we created the resources, it became apparent that many who weren't Jewish but who had been raised in the United States were subject to the same gaps in education about Israel and Zionism and so it became clear to us that the curriculum and resources could be relevant for those outside Jewish communities as well.
The curriculum can also easily be adapted for more formal classroom use or for after-school workshops or other forms of community education. The variety of materials and exercises are designed to maximize many different forms and styles of participation, from adult education and synagogue classes to workshops in high schools and on college campuses.
The "Facing the Nakba" curriculum is particularly relevant for those studying what is happening in the Middle East; U.S. foreign policy; Jewish history and Zionism; Palestinian history; the relationships between Islamophobia and Israel politics; settler colonialism; and/or indigenous struggles. It challenges narratives that are part of dominant discourse and ideology in the United States and requires a deeply critical, reflective process of learning and engagement.
As Jews living in the United States and working on this project to bring the FTN curriculum deep within our communities and to hold ourselves accountable for making the Nakba visible, we wanted to be sure at all times to honor and draw upon the extensive work on the Nakba that has been done by Palestinians, whose lives and communities have been directly impacted by the Nakba until this day. Therefore, our resources and materials are heavily drawn from first-hand accounts and histories shared by Palestinians. We also received critical feedback from Palestinian educators and historians with whom we shared our curriculum as it was being developed.
In developing the curricula, FTN has worked for the past few years together with PARCEO, a participatory action research center that provides training and resources in partnership with community-based groups and institutions working for justice. (I am also part of the PARCEO team.) PARCEO has supported the development of the curriculum to be as accessible as possible for different kinds of learners and for those entering with multiple forms of knowledge and relationships to the material. PARCEO also created a detailed Facilitation Guide to provide tangible support for creating an inclusive, welcoming, and accountable learning environment that will enable a wide range of participants in different contexts to have the opportunity to engage deeply with the curricula.
The curriculum: an overview
The "Facing the Nakba" curriculum, which has seven sessions, begins with an exploration of participants' personal relationships to the Nakba and presents an historical overview of the events of 1947-1948. It includes testimonies through videos from Israeli Jews and from Palestinians who lived through the Nakba and addresses the question of how we interact with such personal testimonies. It considers how the Nakba impacts Palestinian life today, including in the Palestinian diaspora, and looks at issues related to Palestinian refugees, international law, and the right of return. Each of the sessions is ninety minutes to two hours in length.
The seven sessions include the following themes: Session 1: Introductory Session; Session 2: Encountering the Nakba; Session 3: the Nakba in History; Session 4: Testimony; Session 5: In the Archives; Session 6: The Right of Return; and Session 7: Art and Resistance.
The FTN website describes the seven sessions, their objectives, and methodology (excerpted to the right):
"Facing the Nakba" Curriculum
Introduction
We welcome the group, introduce participants to the different sessions, set community agreements, and begin to explore the Nakba.
Encountering the Nakba
Participants think about their personal relationship to the Nakba, explore why so many of us don't know about the Nakba, and start to uncover where to look for that history through a slideshow and "found documents" activity using primary sources from 1948. 
Art and Resistance
We reflect further on how the Nakba impacts Palestinian life now and begin to explore art as an act of cultural resistance in Palestine through various forms of Palestinian artwork and expression. We also reflect on the seven sessions as a whole and how we want to transform what we've learned into action. Examples from the Sessions Each session includes readings, exercises, testimonies, and time for reflection and analysis. In session one, which offers an introduction to the course and to the material, participants explore their own assumptions and knowledge base coming into the course.
In one of the early exercises, the facilitator asks for a show of hands from those who heard the following statements when they first learned about the establishment of the state of Israel:
"How many of you heard that …" These questions and discussions serve to locate the participants' own starting points, histories, and understandings of the issue as they begin to engage with, and be challenged by, new material and historical evidence.
Following that exercise and to frame the sessions that follow, facilitators show a short video that illustrates the ongoing nature of the displacement of Palestinians from their homes and, to prepare for the next session, which offers a slide show of the history of the Nakba, participants are asked to read "The Dispossessed" by Saleem Haddad, and an excerpt from "Strangers in the House: Coming of Age in Occupied Palestine" by Raja Shehadeh.
The slide show in session two-on Encountering the Nakba-includes powerful visuals with extensive notes (excerpted below) included for the facilitators with each slide. These slides explain what the Nakba is; how Palestinian life has been erased; how Jewish localities took over Palestinian ones; and the ongoing process by which Palestinians lost their homes and land at the hands of the Israeli government. Approximately 750,000 Palestinians were ejected or fled from some 450 villages inside the areas that became the State of Israel. The war's end found less than half of the Palestinians in their original homes-fewer than 150,000 in Israel, some 400,000 in the West Bank, and 60,000 in the Gaza Strip, with many more constituting a new diaspora.
• Palestinians commemorate the Nakba on May 15, the day after the anniversary of Israel's Independence Day.
In this slide, for example, we see a 1943 photo of the tents and buildings in an early Zionist settlement, Kvutzat Yavne. The intention of the founders was to make the area near ancient Yavne the site of a religious kibbutz and a yeshiva. What we don't see in the photo is the nearby Arab village of Yibna. The country is typically portrayed as one that was clean, empty -a land without people for a people without a land -while, in fact, a substantial Palestinian society existed here living a rich life. You can see Yibna in the map below, part of a 1941 map of Palestine. In the late nineteenth century, a visitor described Yibna as a large village partly built of stone and situated on a hill. In 1944/45 there were 5,420 villagers living in Yibna and 1,500 nomads living on its outskirts. Arabs once lived." (In fact, the maps and texts do exist in various archives and collections, though often hidden from public view.)
Palestinian place names were often echoed in the new names Israel gave the localities (for example: BaysanBeit Shean; Yaffa -Yafo; Bir alSaba -Beersheva; YajurYagur; Ayn Hawd -Ein Hod). People in Jerusalem still call some neighborhoods by their Arab names despite the fact they had been renamed into Hebrew. For example: Talbieh ("Komemiut" in Hebrew); Katamon ("Gonen"); al-Maliha ("Manahat"). Most Israelis don't know that they're calling these neighborhoods by their Palestinian names. 
Some of the images in the Gallery include:
Throughout this and other sessions, we create the space and time for taking in and reflecting upon the materials and images being presented. For example, in session 3, The Nakba in History, there are several slides showing the History of the Nakba. The facilitator notes for the session address how to create that time for reflection and analysis:
Depending on the size of the group, you may want to make space for ongoing discussion during the slideshow. This section presents a number of topics dealing with 1948 that we usually don't learn about or know-about life before 1948, about the Nakba, and what happened afterwards. The slides and printouts aren't intended to provide a complete, comprehensive historical account of the period, but are intended to shed light on a number of potentially unknown aspects of the Nakba. Participants are invited to view all the information critically, including what is presented here, and everyone is invited to delve into it more deeply.
The facilitator notes suggest dividing participants into four groups and assigning each group one of the following categories: Palestine before the Nakba, Partition and leadup to violence, Palestinian communities destroyed, Preventing return. Each group receives corresponding packets to help them develop narratives that explain what took place in their section: Palestine before the Nakba, Partition and lead-up to violence, Palestinian communities destroyed, Preventing return.
In the session that follows--Session 4 on Testimony--focusing on the power of testimonies, four different texts are located in four different "stations" placed around the room. The group divides into small groups and goes from station to station. In this session, the facilitator is encouraged to raise discussion of the power dynamics of testimony-how people may hear testimonies based on their own (pre)conceptions of who the teller is-including those voices that have been either marginalized or silenced.
During Session 5, In the Archives, participants devote time to looking closely at primary texts and documents to think about what they can and cannot tell us about the Nakba. That leads to a discussion in Session 6, The Right of Return, on what Palestinian life has been like since the Nakba, and particularly the experiences of Palestinian refugees. As we enter into this session, participants will be asked to think about this question: "What enduring effects on Palestinian communities do you imagine have taken place since the Nakba?
As participants begin to think more deeply about the impact of being dislocated from one's home and land, the session moves to an understanding of the experiences of Palestinian refugees and the call for the "Right of Return." The use of video is particularly meaningful here to offer a visual perspective of those who lived through the Nakba and what that means for them today. Videos are shown from two refugee camps and another video is of Nakba survivors.
A facilitator note helps to introduce the right of return based on who the participants are:
Participants may still be experiencing discomfort or uncertainty about the Right of Return. If this is the case, use this optional framing to present the next activity to the group: We've now taken in a lot of information as we enter into discussion of the Right of Return. Right now we're examining what it feels like for Palestinians to think about the Right of Return. Though you may have to suspend some of your personal beliefs, we are inviting you to engage in this activity to explore questions of how the Right of Return might be actualized, and why it might feel important to Palestinians who are currently living in refugee camps or the diaspora because of the Nakba.
To continue to address the ways in which the Nakba impacts current realities and Palestinian life today, the final session of the curriculum, Art and Resistance, has as its focus creative resistance, which is so central to the Palestinian movement for justice. "Stations" are set up showing examples of creative resistance, including a series of posters from the Palestine Poster Project. Participants are encouraged to read through the material and consider guiding questions at the "stations" they visit. For example, questions include, among others: "How does this piece reflect on memory, loss, staying, forgetting? Where have you seen, heard, experienced myths collapsing through art? In what ways can art and storytelling erase, make visible, or change narratives and memory?"
As the curriculum draws to a close, using visuals from all the sessions and some guiding questions, the final session ends with a period of reflection about the overall experience. This offers an opportunity for participants to share their thoughts, hopes, and reflections on what they've learned and on how they might think about current realities moving forward. Also, recognizing that that there are likely still many questions and a range of different thoughts, this process is framed as having been the beginning of a learning process, not the end.
Facilitator Guide
Those using the Facing the Nakba curriculum might have a strong Jewish or Zionist education or come with little prior knowledge. Others may come with prior knowledge or with a fuller understanding of the Nakba. The facilitator guide is designed to support the teaching and learning of participants with different sets of knowledge and experience.
Given that the curricula may offer a new perspective for many encountering it and perhaps one that creates internal struggle, the facilitator guide is an essential part of ensuring a pedagogic process that enables deep learning, exploration, and meaningful reflection. As described in the guide,
The material offers firsthand accounts that may be in conflict with what some of us have previously heard about the Nakba. We encourage critical thinking and reflection to enable participants to interact with the materials in different ways. To facilitate this process, we have created facilitator notes that 1) address possible issues/scenarios that may arise and 2) share some of our thoughts about the process of facilitation. Facing the Nakba curriculum was designed using a popular education or Participatory Action Research (PAR) framework-a pedagogy that recognizes that in this process we are all teachers and learners. Participatory Action Research (PAR) is a framework for engaging in research and organizing for social justice that is rooted in a community's own knowledge, wisdom, and experience. PAR recognizes that those most impacted by systemic injustice are in the best position to understand and analyze their needs and challenges and to organize for social change. This framework is helpful for Facing the Nakba facilitation, because it allows for participatory and experiential engagement with the material and with each other during the workshop sessions.
Accordingly, each session in this curriculum intentionally builds from participants' previous knowledge, concerns, and experience as they engage with the material and participate in discussions. Taking into consideration that participants will come to the learning process from very different entry points, the intention, then, is to build from those different backgrounds and experiences and previous education as we challenge ourselves to re-learn, to re-examine, to reflect, and to come to new understandings of the history and current day reality.
The facilitator guide includes a few guiding principles that are helpful to keep in mind when facilitating within this framework:
Foster an environment to build healthy, respectful relationships by developing clear goals and establishing the group's purpose together. Recognize who is in the room and remain conscious of issues of power, dynamics, different forms of expression so that all types of participation are valued equally. Guide the process while not dominating conversation. Work to ensure that all participants, including themselves, are integrated as genuinely as possible into the group. Balance the various dynamics and engage as both a teacher and a learner.
Recognizing that for many who have been educated to believe that Israel was "a land without a people for a people without a land," this learning process is intended to open up spaces for new understandings and exploration of a history that has too often been ignored or distorted.
The curriculum and process engaged in by those participating are reflective, intentional, and participatory. Each session includes a range of questions to foster deeper thinking and reflection. The sessions are also created to be as accessible as possible to a range of communities.
Recognizing that for many who have been educated to believe that Israel was "a land without a people for a people without a land," this learning process is intended to open up spaces for new understandings and exploration of a history that has too often been ignored or distorted. The use and highlighting of stories and testimonies through video and other readings are particularly valuable as part of this process. While these resources are readily available, they have most often not been included in Jewish educational curricula or in courses about Zionism and the creation of Israel.
Addressing Challenges
As the curriculum has been, and will be, used in different contexts, some issues have arisen requiring thought and reflection about the best way to respond and interact with participants. I will describe a couple of the scenarios that have arisen and ones we anticipate as well as some of our thoughts about how to best address them.
In one case, at a pilot course we facilitated in conjunction with the Columbia University's Alliance for Historical Dialogue and Accountability, a member of the class who defined herself as a liberal Zionist challenged the material, particularly in the beginning sessions, with "This is wrong." It was clear she was steeped in Zionist history and considered herself an expert. The students for this pilot course were hand-picked to reflect a number of different political perspectives, and we recognized that the students with the strongest Zionist education had the most difficulty taking in new information that conflicted with the narrative with which they were familiar. We took all this into account as we continued to further develop the curriculum and facilitator guide.
In another course with Jewish pro-Palestine activists, participants who were quite open to the historical material expressed many conflicted feelings when it came to the discussion of the implementation of the Palestinian right of return and what was actually possible. During the initial discussion, everyone was clear that they supported the Palestinian right of return. But when we began the last part of the discussion-practicalities of return-the discussion shifted. Participants continued to support the right of return in principle, but were acutely aware of the seemingly insurmountable psychological/emotional obstacles to it from Israeli Jews. This grew out of their own experiences speaking to members of U.S. Jewish communities and experiencing the resistance even at the mention of the right of return. At the same time, because they are all long-time activists, they were also aware of how change that has seemed impossible can and does happen. We didn't have the chance to talk at that moment about how the groundwork for these changes took decades of activist work or how what seemed like a sudden tectonic shift wasn't really so sudden.
A number of other scenarios are described in the facilitator guide to help with these and other challenging situations that arise. In one example, one of the participants is not talking or participating in outwardly recognizable ways. This person may generally be quiet, or is more quiet and withdrawn in relation to the sessions and particular group dynamics. In another example, a Jewish participant is overwhelmed with guilt and keeps bringing it back to her own processing and how hard it is to read that this was done by Jewish people in defense of the Jewish state. In each of these cases, we wanted to think about how to make it possible for those grappling with the material to not feel stuck, but, rather, to be able to grow from the process and meaningfully generate deeper thinking and analysis.
In the case of a person challenging the facts, part of our goal is to encourage people to open themselves to this new material and to try to engage with it as genuinely as possible. An empathic, sensitive facilitator can help create a process and environment in which participants will feel able to learn, struggle, and challenge themselves within a framework of accountability and openness to new material and to the issues being addressed. As articulated in the facilitator guide:
Encourage participants to look critically at our own understanding of the historical accounts and consider whether there are voices or perspectives that have been left out. If so, we can then reflect on how these testimonies might help us build a more inclusive understanding of both present and historical relationships in Palestine and Israel. Encourage participants to think about what action they want to take with the new knowledge they have, rather than remaining in state of guilt or feeling overwhelmed.
Further, being open to envisioning what is possible is a necessary part of the pedagogic process. In the discussion about the right of return, for example, this envisioning is rooted in the rights of those who have been forced out of their homes and land. It also involves challenging and exploring notions of who makes change and how change is made.
The facilitator guide also includes recommended tracks depending on who the participants are, their backgrounds, histories, and prior education. Since there are seven sessions, the tracks also provide the opportunity for those with less time to engage in particular exercises, activities, and readings that are most relevant. The guide includes recommendations for high school students, college courses, those who are organizers for justice, and groups identifying as "progressive Zionists."
The project also created an extensive library to make it possible to read and research additional issues and areas of interest. The library includes readings and videos on the right of return; destruction of villages, partition plans; personal histories and testimonies; primary sources, and materials about the ongoing Nakba, among many others. That library is on the Facing the Nakba website.
Commitment to PAR is infused throughout the curriculum-encouraging not only an examination of history from the perspective of those who were directly impacted by injustice, but also facilitating a collaborative process of engagement and learning together, rooted in people's own histories, in each of the sessions. As part of the learning process, the importance of research coming from communities themselves is also centered as critical to developing an understanding and analysis of the Nakba rooted in lived realities.
Conclusion
The Facing the Nakba curriculum tells the story of the Nakba and of the dispossession of the Palestinian people from their homes and land. We wanted to create an accountable, accessible curriculum for educators, organizers, and communities to draw upon in their classrooms and educational settings.
This curriculum speaks to our conviction that making visible the injustices of the Nakba, both past and ongoing, is necessary to achieving justice. Not incidentally, it speaks also to current organizing, including the Palestinians' call for Boycott, Divestment, and Sanctions (BDS), which has as one of its commitments the right of return for Palestinian refugees. And it also speaks to the implications and relationship of the Nakba and the call for Palestinian rights to other struggles for social justice within the United States and globally.
While the Nakba is fundamental to understanding the experiences and lived realities of Palestinians before, during, and since the creation of Israel, it has been suppressed and ignored in Israel's narrative of national emergence. And that one-sided Israeli narrative is what is echoed by many Jewish communities and others within the United States. We hope that the FTN curriculum will enable participants to engage openly and deeply in a learning process that promotes honest reflection, analysis, and action toward justice.
The full curriculum and facilitator guide can be found at https://jewishvoiceforpeace.org/facing-the-nakba/ In addition to the author, the Facing the Nakba coordinating committee members include Julia Kessler, Marilyn Kleinberg Neimark, Nava Et Shalom, and Rabbi Alissa Wise. The author draws upon the FTN curricula and materials, which were developed and co-written by the coordinating committee (listed above) with the support of two of PARCEO's coordinators, Nina Mehta and Krysta Williams.
Finally, many people read and gave critical feedback on the FTN curriculum in the process of its development. A special thank-you to Nadia Saah and Jamil Dakwar. This journal is published by the University Library System of the University of Pittsburgh as part of its D-Scribe Digital Publishing Program, and is cosponsored by the University of Pittsburgh Press.
